
8 SIDELINES | Nov. 6, 2013 | www.mtsusidelines.com

COVER

A few years ago, Johnny Ruhl sat in the quad for a couple hours before a 
single person would approach him. Like he does now, he toted a bag that 
read, “If you have any questions about Christianity, please ask.” Today, he 
never sits alone.

“Now, people go by, and they’ll see that there is always somebody there,” he 
said smiling softly as his silver beard hugged the shape of his face. “I’m sure 
most of the campus still thinks that I’m a homeless guy that sits out in front 
of the library, but of those who pay attention, I think very few of them think 
that. It took a while, once there were students there, it gave permission to 
come and talk.” 

+H�GLGQ¶W�MXVW�VWXPEOH�XSRQ�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\��DQG�VLW�GRZQ�LQ�WKH�TXDG��,Q�WKH�
late 60s, Ruhl was a student of animal science before switching to sociology. 
%\�������KH�GURSSHG�RXW�DV�D�MXQLRU��7KRXJK��KH�KDV�KDG�PDQ\�H[SHULHQFHV�
since leaving, Ruhl still considers the campus to be the beginning of his life 
expedition. 

The journey of living simply

About 40 years ago, Ruhl’s father purchased 223 acres of land for $79 each. 
7KRXJK�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�FKXQN�RI�LW�KDV�EHHQ�VROG�QRZ��5XKO�VWLOO�OLYHV�RII�WKH�
land as modestly and mindfully as he did then.

6RPHZKHUH�EHWZHHQ�:RRGEXU\�DQG�0XUIUHHVERUR��5XKO�ZKLWWOHV�DZD\�DW�D�
piece of wood near the foot of his gravel driveway. It’s an unfamiliar set-
WLQJ�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�NQRZ�KLP�IURP�VLWWLQJ�LQ�WKH�TXDG��+HUH��KH�UHVLGHV�DWRS�D�
wooded hill where there is no sound of students walking briskly to class or 
bikes zipping by, just the sound of trees swaying in the gentle breeze.

³,�FDQ�¿QG�SHRSOH��WKDW¶V�QRW�D�SUREOHP�´�KH�VDLG�VRIWO\��³,�FDQ�¿QG�SDYHPHQW��
,�FDQ�¿QG�FLWLHV��,W¶V�¿QGLQJ�TXLHW�WKDW¶V�D�ORW�KDUGHU��6R��,�ZRXOG�UDWKHU�OLYH�LQ�
the quiet and have to search for people than live in the city and be searching 
for quiet.”

Aside from the symphony of crickets and the occasional croak of a frog, 
5XKO¶V�KRPH�UHPDLQV�UHODWLYHO\�TXLHW��+H�OLYHV�WKHUH�ZLWKRXW�HOHFWULFLW\��
FRPSXWHUV��WHOHYLVLRQ�VHWV�RU�FHOOSKRQHV��+H�KHDWV�KLV�KRPH�ZLWK�D�¿UHSODFH�
DQG�LOOXPLQDWHV�GDUN�URRPV�E\�ÀDVKOLJKW�RU�FDQGOHOLJKW��7KH�WHOHSKRQH�LV�WKH�
only other link to Ruhl, but it is about a quarter mile from his home inside of 
an old barn he built. 

“I come down here every morning between 6:30 and 7:00,” he said facing the 
wooden building. “This is my connection to the outside world.”

The trek 

Though he doesn’t connect with the world electronically, he still connects 
with it physically.

%\�WKH�DJH�RI�����5XKO�KDG�OLYHG����GLIIHUHQW�SODFHV��+LV�IDWKHU�ZDV�LQ�WKH�
Army, so he and his three siblings had to grow accustom to making new 
friends and adapting to different cultures.

“Living in so many cultures and having to always be the stranger certainly 
somehow affected me,” he said thoughtfully. “I tell people you don’t become 
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a strange adult without being a 
strange child. I didn’t understand 
people.”

Ruhl lived through the 60s and 
70s when understanding people’s 
motives and learning to harmo-
QL]H�ZLWK�RWKHUV�ZDV�VLJQL¿FDQW��
During that time, President John 

“So I wasn’t looking 
for Christianity when I 

found it.”

)��.HQQHG\�KDG�EHHQ�DVVDVVLQDWHG��
President Richard Nixon had lied 
and the National Guard killed 
.HQW�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�SURWHVWHUV��

%HFDXVH�RI�WKLV��5XKO�DQG�KLV�JHQ-
eration felt that the elected leaders 
ZHUH�QRW�GRLQJ�WKHLU�MRE��+H�WKHQ�
left in search for guidance where 
he eventually hitchhiked more 
than 40,000 miles. 

“It was really just that feeling 
like, ‘We got to do this ourselves, 
because we can’t trust the people 
that are in charge,’” he recalled. 
“So that was when I decided to 
JR�RXW�DQG�VHH�LI�,�FRXOG�¿QG�ZKDW�
was real. And, along with that I 
rejected the church. There was no 
power that was evident in Christi-
anity, we were looking for some-
thing real ... So, I wasn’t looking 
for Christianity when I found it.”

Back where he started

Though the scenery has changed 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\�VLQFH�KH�ODVW�DWWHQGHG�
the university, Ruhl still manages 
to walk the same grounds with 
the same quiet demeanor – except 
now, not only does he sit in front 
RI�WKH�OLEUDU\�VKDULQJ�KLV�OLIH�¿QG-
ings, he also teaches a course.

“It’s interesting,” Ruhl said. “I’m 
teaching a class that I’m paying to 
take.” 

Ruhl is currently enrolled in a 
backpacking course, but after the 
instructor quit, he took over the 
role of teaching. So, once a week, 
Ruhl and students venture away 
from 

“I’m sure 
most of the 

campus 
still thinks 
that I’m a 

homeless guy 
that sits out 

in front of the 
library ...”

campus to various hiking trails, 
where he shares his outdoor 
knowledge.

Though he isn’t being compen-
sated for it, Ruhl doesn’t display 
any resentment toward the fact, 
because he loves to teach. 

“If you search for something for 
a long time, and you get to the 
point where you have given up 
ORRNLQJ�IRU�LW�±�DQG�WKHQ�\RX�¿QG�
it – you should want to share it 
with people,” he said about his 
hitch hiking experiences. “And, I 
really did.” 

+H�LV�WKHUH��QRW�WR�DSSURDFK��EXW�WR�
be approached. As Ruhl sits upon 
the bricked stadium seating of the 
quad, students see a familiar face 
or sign of interest and sit down. 
There he converses about the 
many miles and cultures he has 
encountered, and shares any an-
swers to questions students might 
have about his travels or life 
itself.

“So that was 
then I decided 

to go out and 
see if I could 

ÅVL�_PI\�
was real. And 

along with 
that I rejected 

church ...”
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